We all recognize that the air we breathe is polluted by effluvia from the internal combustion engine, inorganic dust, and the organic detritus of decay. We pay less attention to the fact that it is flavoured with a stunning array of chemical and energy messages. Pheromones, perfumes, pollen, digitized radio frequencies bombard us; but fortunately, because most of us lack the receptors specific for these messages, we do not succumb to overload of passion and persuasion. I have been walking in Phnom Penh, Hong Kong, and Beijing, assaulted by their cluttered atmosphere, startled and amused by the proliferation of telephonic equipment and messages. Hong Kong is now said to have more mobile phone users than New York and London combined. In Phnom Penh my son who was bureau chief for Agence France Presse depended upon two mobile phones, because there was little telephone wiring or infrastructure in the city and virtually none in the countryside. Cambodian commerce and civil government are conducted via atmospheric digital communication. The situation in Beijing is an amalgam of Hong Kong and Phnom Penh. Mobile telephony is growing rapidly in China. It is easier to obtain a mobile phone than to have a telephone line installed because of bureaucratic blockade, increased demand, and startling expense.
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In each of these cities public places are filled with people talking to diminutive telephonic devices, transforming the rest of us into voyeurs, unwilling recipients of information and noise. On the crowded MTR subway in Hong Kong multiple conversations are carried out in the loudest of tones to overcome the noise of the train-conversations that other riders try desperately to appear to be ignoring. In fact, Hong Kong has become the home of the quintessential rudeness of having mobile telephones turned on, and their owners conducting conversations during concerts, cinema, and conferences. The public has yet to rise up against the ubiquitous cell phone, perhaps for fear of being labelled Luddite.
In the US, automobile accidents are more common among motorists who use their mobile phone while driving. The quest for messages, for talk, seems to override personal safety. Consideration of the comfort, safety, and pleasure of others has been quashed by the self-importance of transmitters and receivers of information. It was in Hong Kong that I watched a handsome couple in tailored business dress, walking along Nathan Road holding hands (they were a woman and a man) while their opposite hands pressed a mobile telephone to their ear, talking. I would like to believe they were speaking Cantonese love sonnets to each other.
Fifty years ago telephones were still a novelty in most of the world, including large sections of rural North America. Telephonic transmissions were confined within wires and telephone connections were umbilical, often requiring a midwife, the ubiquitous operator, for successful completion. The atmosphere was protected from the frivolity and facetiousness of ordinary conversation. The Federal Communications Commission licensed ham radio and citizens band operators. Satellite telephony was a daydream. In 1978 I was able to patch, through a local ham operator, a message to my wife and children from a light plane in the Amazon region of Central Brazil. In 1999 a satellite-capable mobile telephone enables me to talk with colleagues (properly equipped colleagues) anywhere they and I may be.
I am intrigued by the similarities between the increasingly complex communication technology and the biology of the human nervous and immune systems. Our perception of the world in which we live, our state of mind, and our immunological competence depend upon the transmission and storage of information. Messages must be composed and released, and then the message must be received, interpreted, and acted upon stored, performed, forgotten. A message without an address or a recipient is meaningless. Transmitters and receptors, whether cellular chemicals and structures or electronic telephones, have remarkable specificity, and both nature and technology make sure that a message generated does not fall on deaf ears or absent receptors. If that does happen, bad things such as disease and dismay develop. But excessive information traffic can be equally pathogenetic. 
